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MARRIAGE AND PARENTHOOD— A DISTINCTION. 

ELSIE CLEWS PARSONS. 

HP HAT parenthood is the central fact in the theory of 
•"■ the family none will nowadays dispute; that it 
should be the only fact, that family and parenthood should 
be convertible terms, few will admit. And yet until these 
few become many I question if there be any way out of the 
maze in which our theories of parenthood and of marriage, 
particularly marriage, are lost. I mean that until mar- 
riage and parenthood get into the social consciousness as 
distinct and separable facts, our ethics — and our conduct — 
will be uncertain, confused, and tragical beyond need. 

There have been several reasons for this confusing 
identification in theory of the facts of marriage and parent- 
hood. Any habitual association is apt to seem to us a 
necessary association. Only owners of apartment houses 
or members of boards of education need be reminded that 
marriage and parenthood form one of these habitual 
associations. Moreover their association in practice in 
our type of family, the monogamous simple family of two 
generations, is particularly striking, more striking than 
in the polygamous family or in the compound family of 
three generations. There are other factors confirming the 
identification. Since because of certain economic and 
religious traditions I need not particularize, our unmarried 
mothers and their children are severely penalized, the idea 
of parenthood divorced from marriage is repugnant and 
disconcerting. Again, so disquieting and distressing is pas- 
sionate love in itself to those who see it and at times to 
those who feel it that it is ever subject to restrictions or 
inhibitions of all kinds. Many of these inhibitions are 
ideas about its nature. The idea that it is weakening or 
demoralizing is such an idea, an idea that has been rooted 
deep among us by our religion. In particular, Christianity 
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at one time worked up the idea of the evil intrinsic in 
passion into the theory that passion had to justify itself 
through the begetting or bearing of offspring. 

This special dogma we have rejected. We have even 
begun to question the theory back of it, pleading that 
although passion may not under all circumstances be its own 
justification, it does not always need an extraneous justi- 
fication. We have begun to question other traditions. 
Are the elders, we ask, they who feel least the impulses 
of sex, the fittest to regulate them? Nor does the influence 
of the habitual association appear to be quite as controlling 
among us as once it was. As a matter of fact, the preva- 
lence of childless marriage is breaking down the particular 
association we are discussing, marriage and parenthood. 
Furthermore, although the unmarried mother is still pen- 
alized, from our devotion to childhood at large the ille- 
gitimate child has become a beneficiary. 

And so I venture to predict the time when in social 
theory, but mind you not necessarily in actuality, marriage 
and parenthood will be divorced. Then marriage, or shall 
we say any relation of sex, may be considered a private 
matter in which the state has no interest and no voice. 
Parenthood on the other hand will be accounted of public 
significance and of far greater public concern than it is 
to-day. Then, instead of a marriage registry and a divorce 
court we may have a parent's registry and a parent's 
court; instead of a marriage certificate, a parent's certificate 
(already in embryo in the eugenic certificate); instead of 
matrimonial property laws, parent contract law. 

Parent contract sounds, I admit, rather fanciful, and so 
a word or two about its commonsense aspect. Under our 
present family system, a mixture of custom and law, the 
state interferes little if at all in family affairs until they are 
in a mess, in far too much of a .mess to be straightened out 
by the clumsy mechanism of law. (Anyone who has ever 
had anything to do with a divorce trial is quite well aware 
of this.) The state does undertake to say in a general 
way that a parent, primarily a father, in his default a 
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mother, should be responsible for the support and education 
of a minor child. To standardize that support and educa- 
tion the state has never undertaken, nor has it undertaken, 
except in the most uncertain terms, to regulate the four- 
sided relation the existence of a child presupposes, a 
relation between its mother, its father, society, and the 
child itself. In the new body of parental law one foresees 
as the outcome of changes now taking place in public 
opinion, this four-sided relationship is going to be worked 
out. But the plan I am suggesting is merely a frame for 
our theory, not a legislative program. Legislation does not 
proceed by programs. 

In the parent's registry I see the expectant parents, 
both or either — whether both or only one, or if only one, 
which one, are questions of indifference in law — I see pa- 
rents legally bound to enter into a contract 1 with the state 
to bring up the child according to the standardized 
minimum requirements formulated by the state for the 
good of its future citizen. I also see a provision made 
in this parent's contract for the support of the mother 
of the child during pregnancy and for a given period 
after childbirth. This provision may be made by the 
expectant mother herself, by the expectant father, or 
by the state. The residence and control of the child will 
also be contracted for. In brief, I see the same provisions 
made amicably and with foresight before the birth of the 
child that are now made in many cases in the divorce court 
— with friction and pain. 

It seems hardly necessary to go into the details of the 
legal methods to be adopted by the state to enforce the 
parent's contract, or into the ways the pressure of public 
opinion would work on the irresponsible parent, the parent 
who broke his or her contract and shifted or tried to shift 
his or her responsibility upon the other parent or upon the 
state. Nor need I forestall the ridicule sure to greet any 
idea of anticipating parenthood except through the implica- 

1 1 do not use the term contract in its legal sense; the lawyer will tell me 
I am referring here to the police powers of the state. 
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tions of a wedding, ridicule that will persist until the mo- 
mentous and comparatively new knowledge of how to reg- 
ulate conception has acquired social recognition. I would 
like to point out, in conclusion, however, that the machinery 
of a parent's registry and a parent's court is much less com- 
pulsory and in some ways much less radical in character 
than may at first appear. It leaves a man and a woman 
free to co-operate in a family life. It also leaves either man 
or woman free not to co-operate. Both systems are worked 
now. All it does is to help the individual to open his or her 
eyes to his or her acts, and to help the public to place 
responsibilities where they belong, but this is — something. 

New Yobk. Elsie Clews Parsons. 



